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Observations on

THE MATING BEHAVIOUR OF RAMS
By K. P. CROKER and D. R. LINDSAY
TO w o r k e f f i c i e n t l y in commercial flocks, rams must mate w i t h and fertilise
large numbers of ewes, often over short periods of mating.

The importance of mating behaviour—
the ability of rams to find ewes in
oestrus, to mate and to do so often
enough to ensure adequate sperm for
fertilisation—is obvious. Despite this, little
is known of the mating behaviour of rams
under commercial situations.
We know that under Western Australian conditions young rams must be
joined with ewes at higher ram densities
than older rams to ensure maximum
lambing performances (see following
article in this issue).
Whether this is
due to differences in fertility between
rams of different ages or to differences in
mating behaviour has not been determined.
A series of experiments in 1968 at
Badgingarra Research Station was designed to investigate this and other
aspects of mating behaviour.
In any flock of ewes it is impossible to
know the exact number which come on heat
each day. The average number is about
one seventeenth the total flock, since the
oestrus cycle in sheep is about 17 days
and ewes remain on heat for about a day.

relatively

By using hormones and spayed (sterilised) ewes it is possible to "programme"
the exact number of ewes one wishes to
show heat each day. This technique has
many advantages in research, the major
one being that the experimenter can
control the "mating pressure" to which
his rams are subjected.
Two groups of four rams were mated
to ewes treated in this way. In one group
four ewes were brought into heat each
day and in the other 20 ewes were
brought into heat. Thus the two flocks
mated to each group of four rams were
equivalent to flocks of entire ewes numbering 68 (4 x 17) and 340 (20 x 17)
respectively. This represented ram joining percentages of 6.0 and 1.2 per cent,
respectively.

The four rams in each flock were fitted
with "sire-sine" harness, each with a
crayon of a different colour. By careful
examination of the rumps of the mated
ewes for the colours, the performance of
individual rams were determined. In
addition, on days 2, 3, 11 and 12 of the
experiment, mating behaviour of the rams
was observed directly by two people who
. . . the oestrus cycle is about 17 watched both paddocks.
days
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The experiment was repeated three
times, using new rams for each test. In
two tests, two-tooth, inexperienced rams
were used, and for comparison, fourtooth, experienced rams were used in the
third test.
Effect of percentage of rams

When 6 per cent, of rams were used, 98
per cent, of all ewes expected to be on
heat were mated, but only 82 per cent,
were mated when 1.2 per cent, of rams
were used. In addition, more ewes were
served by three or four of the rams at 6
per cent, than at 1.2 per cent. (77 v. 52
per cent.) and less by only one ram (8
v. 19 per cent.).
Effect of age of rams

The older rams detected more ewes on
heat (90 per cent.) than the younger, inexperienced rams (78 per cent.). Of ewes
mated, 62 per cent, were served by three
or four of the older rams but only 47 per
cent, were served by three or four of the
younger rams.
At the high ram percentage young and
old rams were equally efficient in detecting
which ewes were on heat but even at the
high percentage a higher proportion of
ewes was mated by all four of the older
rams than was mated by all four of the
younger rams.
General observations

. . . more active during the evening

The behaviour of individual rams differed
considerably. Some constantly searched
for ewes within the main mob and seldom
remained with one ewe for long. Other
rams were seen to have small "harems"
of two or more ewes, often at some
distance from the main mob and they
served only the ewes which were members
of these "harems." The significance of
these differences in behaviour is not clear
but they do explain why rams did not meet
in open conflict.
Most mating was done in the evening,
at night and in the early morning, with
little activity during the middle of the day.
Practical implications

When low percentages of young rams are
used at mating some ewes which are on
heat may not be served. They must wait

A notable feature of the observations
was that none of the rams fought.
Although fighting among rams has been a
common observation in studies of mating
behaviour in pens, it is obviously of little
importance in paddock situations except
possibly in the first few hours of joining.

chances of conception are
enhanced

. . . were seen to have small harems
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. . . more efficient than young,
inexperienced rams

until the next cycle when, presumably, the
competition from other ewes will be
reduced. However, they will be returning
to rams that have already worked hard
in the first cycle.
In addition, the chances of conception
are enhanced when ewes are mated by
more than one ram. Not only is there a
greater quantity of semen available, but
the influence of individual infertile rams
is greatly diminished. The result of joining with insufficient rams, particularly
young rams, must be a greater spread of
lambing and possibly less lambs born.
There are clear differences between twotooths and older rams, and young inexperienced rams must be treated differently and higher percentages of them used.
The experiments described here do not
discount the possibility that young rams
are less fertile than older ones but certainly a large component of the difference
between age groups can be attributed to
differences in mating behaviour.

I N BRIEF. . .
•
As the percentage of rams
joined increases, more of
the ewes are mated during a
single oestrus cycle and
each ewe is served more
often.
•
Four-tooth rams are more
efficient at mating
two-tooth rams.

than

•

The mating performance and
behaviour of individual rams
varies
considerably,
even
when
conditions
appear
identical.

•

Fighting between rams does
not appear to be a problem
when a high proportion of
rams is mated under extensive conditions.

•

Rams appear to be more
active during the evening,
night and early morning
than during the middle of
day.
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